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Controversies Regarding Score Validity

Abstract
Validity is a critically important issue with far-reaching implications for testing. The history of
conceptualizations of validity over the past 50 years is reviewed, and three important areas of
controversy are examined. First, the question of whether the three traditionally recognized types
of validity should be integrated as a unitary entity of construct validity is examined. Second, the
issue of the role of consequences in assessing test validity is discussed, and finally, the concept
that validity is a property of test scores and their interpretations, and not of tests themselves is

reviewed.
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Controversies Regarding the Nature of Score Validity:
Still Crazy After All These Years

The most recent edition of the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing
(American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, & National
Council on Measurement and Education, 1985) included the bold statement that: “Validity is the
most important consideration in test evaluation” (p. 9). It seems likely that the same point will be
reiterated, perhaps verbatim, in the forthcoming revised edition of the same work. The
importance indicated by such a strong declaration is reinforced by the fact that no new test can be
introduced without a manual that includes a section on validity studies, and no text on testing
and/or psychometrics is considered complete without at least one chapter addressing the topic of
validity.

In 1949, Cronbach (p. 48) stated that the definition of validity as “the extent to which a
test measures what it purports to measure” was commonly accepted, although he preferred a
slight modification: “A test is valid to the degree that we know what it measures or predicts” (p.
48). Cureton (1951) provided similar commentary: “The essential question of test validity is how
well a test does the job it is employed to do... Validity is therefore defined in terms of the
correlation between the actual test scores and the ‘true’ criterion scores” (pp. 621, 623). The
enduring definition given by Anastasi (cf., 1954, p. 120, Anastasi & Urbani, 1997, p. 113)--
“Validity is what the test measures and how well it does so”--is cited quite widely.

It is interesting to note that Cronbach, one of the most prominent voices in the field of
psychometrics, and a widely respected authority on the topic of validity, has of late tended to

avoid the problem of defining the term after the 1949 statement cited above (cf., 1988, 1989). In
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1971 (p. 443), however, he provided an insightful statement that foreshadowed some of the
controversy of the future: “Narrowly considered, validation is the process of eéxamining the
accuracy of a specific prediction or inference made from a test score.” |

Exceptions can be found to the apparent conservatism seen in the definitions cited above.
Perhaps most notable is Messick (1989a, p. 13), who stated that, “Validity is an integrated
evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical rationales support

the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions based on test scores or other modes

of assessment.” This reflects much of the debate and controversy to be found in the literature of
the past several years, indicative perhaps of greater intellectual movement in the field than would
be implied by the previous paragraph.

It is certainly beyond the scope of the present paper to present a comprehensive review of
the topic of validity. The purpose instead is to focus on a few more obvious points of
controversy. Three areas in particular will be addressed: (a) the status of the different “types” of
validity; (b) the issue of what is sometimes referred to as “consequential validity”; and (c) the
persistence of illogical statements taking the broad form of, “The test is valid.”

The above discussion illustrates the considerable differences in the way validity is
conceptualized by different authorities. Some have changed their views little over the past 40+
years, while others have been advocating markedly different views, a few for many years. Since
the roots of many of the shifts in thinking which are occurring today can be found in earlier
works, a brief historical review of the ways in which the validity formulations have developed is
helpful in understanding both the current controversies and the persistent themes. For further

detail, the interested reader is referred particularly to the extensive discussions of the topic which
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have appeared in the three volumes of Educational Measurement (Cronbach, 1971b; Cureton,
1951; Messick, 1989) published thus far.
Conceptualizations of Validity: An Historical Sketch

By the early part of the 1950's a plethora of different “types” of validity (factorial,
intrinsic, empirical, logical, and many others) had been named (see Anastasi, 1954). Among those
whose contributions continue to be acknowledged are Gullickson (1950), Guilford (1946),
Jenkins (1946), and Rulon (1946). Typical formulations recognized two basic categories, which
Cronbach (1949) termed “logical” and “empirical” forms of validity. The former was a rather
loosely organized, broadly defined set of approaches, including content analyses, and examination
of operational issues and test taking processes. Test makers were expected to “make a careful
study of the test itself, to determine what test scores mean” (Cronbach, 1949, p. 48). Much of
what has since become known as content validity is found with in this broad category.

Empirical validity placed emphasis on the use of factor analysis (e.g., Guilford’s 1946
factorial validity), and especially on correlation(s) between test scores and a criterion measure
(Anastasi, 1950). Cureton (1951) devoted several pages to various issues concerning the
criterion, and the influence of this approach is seen in its widespread use even today (Cronbach,
1989), despite some apparent limitations. For example, Cureton’s assertion quoted above is easily
(although perhaps slightly outlandishly) refuted by noting that a positive correlation could be
obtained between children’s raw scores on an achievement test and their heights. This is not to
say that correlational studies are useless, but rather that their indiscriminate application can
sometimes yield uninteresting results.

Several interesting and important political developments converged to influence events
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relating to validity conceptualization (Benjamin, 1996; Cronbach, 1988, 1989). In the late 1940's,
the academically-oriented APA, was attempting to draw the membership of the new Association
for Applied Psychology back into its ranks. The two groups combined into what was supposed to
be a more broadly-oriented APA, and work was begun on establishing an appropriate code of
ethics addressing both scientific and applied concerns. A committee was established in 1950 to
develop standards for adequate psychological tests, and their work was published in 1954. At
that time four categories of validity were defined: content, predictive, concurrent, and construct.

That basic outline is still in use today (AERA et al., 1985), essentially unchanged, with the
exception that in 1966, the revised edition of the Standards combined the predictive and
concurrent validity categories into the single grouping called criterion validity. The 1954
standards, which were actually referred to as “Technical Recommendations” in their first edition,
were quickly followed up by the publication in 1955 of Cronbach and Meehl’s landmark paper,
“Construct Validity in Psychological Tests” (see Thompson & Daniel, 1996). The construct of
“Construct Validity” was elucidated more clearly, including introduction of the concept of the
“nomological net.” The latter is described as the interrelated “laws” supporting a given construct;
Cronbach (1989) later presented this in somewhat less strict terms, acknowledging the
impossibility with most constructs used in the social sciences of attaining the levels of “proof”
demanded in the harder sciences.

Soon thereafter, Campbell (1957) introduced into the validation process the notion of
falsification , and discussed the importance of testing “plausible rival hypotheses.” This was
explained in further detail by Campbell and Fiske (1959) in their important paper (Thompson &

Daniel, 1996) introducing the multitrait-multimethod approach and the notions of convergent and
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divergent (or discriminant) validity. There have been objections to some of the applications of
this technique, particularly insofar as it can and sometimes does become a rather rote exercise,
which will therefore produce only vapid results. Nonetheless, the multitrait-multimethod
approach, like correlational studies, enjoys widespread appeal nearly 40 years after its
introduction.
Construct Validity as a Unifving Theme

The so-called “trinitarian doctrine,” which conceptualizes validity in three parts, has been a
fundamental part of the Standards since their inception (or, to be picky, at least since 1966). This
doctrine is therefore presented as standard fare in most textbooks which cover the topic of
validity. Anastasi, for example, has followed the same outline in her widely-used textbook

‘Psychological Testing since 1961, despite her commentary (1986, Anastasi & Urbani, 1997; also

see below) that there is considerable overlap between these different categories, and that the
distinctions are sometimes confusing. Interestingly, Cronbach also continued to follow the same
outline in the various editions of his very popular text, Essentials of Psychological Testing (1960,
1971a, 1984), despite his strong protestations on its inadequacy noted below.

While Guion (1980) is often cited as the first to have made the suggestion that the three
“types” should be unified under the single heading of construct validity, in fact there have been
others who have argued the “unitary” position for many years. This has been based not only on
the difficulty in distinguishing between three types, but more importantly, following careful
consideration of the relevant concepts. Among the more powerful voices have been those of
Messick (1965, 1975, 1989a, 1989b, 1995) and Cronbach (1971b, 1988, 1989). The groundswell

was apparently sufficient to have prompted a subtle but important shift between the 1966 and
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1985 editions of the Standards in that the latter used terms such as content-related and criterion-

related validity, rather than simply content and criterion validity. By implication, in 1985 these

were being considered as different parts of the single construct of validity, rather than as distinct
and separate entities. One would hope that the committee charged with the currently revision of
the Standards will continue this trend.

Messick (1995, p. 7) argued that content validity "does not qualify as validity at all,"
because it provides evidence based solely on judgment evidence (i.e., expert opinion) regarding
the relevance of the test material and the representativeness of its content to the domain of
interest. This is not evidence to support any sort of inferences or conclusions based on test scores
(Messick, 1975, 1995). The argument could be advanced that domain relevance and
representativeness are necessary bases for any construct. However, Cronbach (1988, 1989) has
pointed out that content is assessed only with respect to the construct in which we are interested.
Thus, with any but the most simple assessment of content the focus will necessarily shift beyond
content to a consideration of the construct itself.

Cronbach (1988, 1989) went on to present the compelling argument that assessment of a
criterion measure also necessarily implies that it is being assessed with respect to some sort of
construct, since this certainly does not occur in a vacuum. The construct is central to any validity
argument since it is the interpretations based on the test scores, not the scores themselves, that are
of primary concern, the interpretations are almost by definition construct-based. Messick (1989b,
1994) further contended that limiting a validation argument to a criterion-based study is too
narrow, and the generalizability of the argument will therefore be limited. This is because such a

study involves only "selected parts of the test's external structure," and "there are as many
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criterion-related validities for the test scores as there are criterion measures and settings"
(Messick, 1989b, p. 7).

This is not to say, however, that examination of criterion-related information is of no
value. Indeed, like reliability, validity is a function of scores (and more specifically, score
interpretation), and is not a characteristic of a test; that is to say, validity coefficients will vary
from sample to sample, from population to population, from occasion to occasion. Thus,
examination of criterion-related validity(-ies), and especially selection of an appropriate criterion
measure where possible, will dictate the level of generalizability appropriate for a given test.

Moss (1992, 1995) has outlined several different schemes for subdividing the concept of
validity. Various authors have argued, sometimes strongly (e.g., Shepard, 1993), in favor of
discarding the traditional three types, but there appears to be little agreement concerning an
alternative system. For instance, Messick (1989a, 1989b) provided two different systems that
were published in the same year. As Moss (1995) pointed out, it is questionable whether a new
classification scheme would be able to overcome the momentum of more than 40 years of usage
of a “trinitarian” system. The most critical point, however, is that the categories should be seen as
various kinds of information pertaining to a unitary notion of validity.

Values and Consequent Validity

A number of authors have discussed the nature of validity interpretations and their
relationship to factors beyond simply content- and/or criterion-based data. For example, Messick
(1975, 1980, 1989a, 1989b, 1994, 1995) has long pointed out that validity decisions, by their
nature, are value laden in that they involve judgments based on evidence. The decision as to how

large a correlation coefficient must be in order to be considered important is an example, as is the
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interpretation of factor pattern and structure coefficients; both involve a series of value-based
judgments. Values influence the way questions are framed, and also the way decisions “based on
the results” are made. (The use of quotation marks in the last sentence is perhaps an overly
cynical way of pointing out the ofi-noted fact that, despite the ideal approach of validation
through the standard scientific approach of testing plausible rival hypotheses, researchers typically
are not particularly good at doing this with their own work).

Cronbach (1988) explicitly outlined a series of considerations, which he termed
“perspectives,” that strongly affect validity decisions; these include influences from the political,
economic, and legal arenas, and are often value-based. Arguing from this viewpoint, he, Messick
(1975, 1989a, 1989b, 1995) and others (e.g., Kane, 1992; Moss, 1992, 1994, 1995; Shepard,
1993) have concluded not only that such values must be considered in validity discussions, but
that the consequences of the tests in question must also be assessed.

Messick (1975, 1989b, 1995) has perhaps most fully developed this line of thinking which
emphasizes the importance of test consequences, and has summarized his ideas in a four-celled
table that has appeared in many of his publications beginning in 1965. Under his scheme, test
application is divided into two categories, interpretation and use; the other axis of the table is
divided according to evidential and consequential bases for validity. Each of the four cells is
termed a facet of validity. Construct validity is the evidential basis for test interpretation, and
construct validity plus value implications are the consequential basis. Construct validity plus
relevance and/or utility make up the evidential basis for test use, while all three together with
social consequences represent the consequential basis.

This formulation was first presented more than 30 years ago (Messick, 1965), and has

11
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been thoroughly analyzed and discussed. Nonetheless, a few questions of simple logic arise. In
particular, given that value implications may be found in many if not most aspects of validity
arguments, particularly those that involve judgment, it seems likely that judgments concerning the
relevance/utility of a test will necessarily have value implications. It is therefore not entirely clear
what will separate the consequential basis for test interpretation from the evidential or even the
consequential basis for test use. Shepard (1993) agreed with Messick’s basic contention
concerning the importance of considering the consequences of test application, although she
disagreed with the way he has gone about it. Her primary objection was that dividing validity in
this fashion detracts from the view of validity as a single, unitary entity, which to her is of
preeminent importance. Messick himself seems somewhat unclear on this point, in that in one
paper (1989b) he specifically stated that assessment of consequences should not be taken to
represent a separate type (facet, perspectives, or whatever) of validity, yet later in the same paper
he used the term “consequential validity” more than once.

It is perhaps important to note that many of the stronger arguments favoring the notion of
assessing consequences come from scholars primary concerned with issues of program evaluation.
Brandon, Lindberg, and Wang (1993) presented an example of integrating student feedback and
other considerations regarding potential consequences in their development of a new curriculum
for their medical school. They claimed good success with this approach, although it is far from
clear how it might generalize to situations involving single individuals. In either case, several
questions arise (see Lees-Haley, 1996). For any given situation, the worker will inevitably be
faced with the problem of deciding which consequences are of greatest concern; that is to say, one

would have to determine the consequences to whom, as judged by whom, and over what length of
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time (i.e., short term and/or long term).

Two hypothetical examples might serve to clarify some of the potential dilemmas. In
redesigning a medical school curriculum (with apologies to Brandon et al., 1993), the parties most
directly involved, the faculty and the students, might ultimately decide that anatomy should be
eliminated from the required training. After all, anatomy is a rather dull topic, dominated by rote
memorization, and is generally unpleasant to learn; for similar reasons, it is also generally
unpleasant to teach. The short term consequences to both faculty and students of the standard
anatomy requirement are apparently unfavorable. On the other hand, this writer would most
definitely be less than eager to be treated by a physician who graduated from a medical school that
did not require its students to learn anatomy.

On the level of the individual, consider someone being administered a series of tests to
determine if s/he should be admitted to a state mental institution. If the decision is “yes,” then the
consequences to that person, both short term and probably also long term, are unfavorable. At
the same time, however, the consequences to his or her family, to any other social agencies and
institutions with whom s/he comes in contact, and even to the community in which s/he lives, are
also relevant, and may be quite severe should the decision be, “no.”

Few would argue that concerns such as these are unimportant. The question that must be
asked, though, is whether or not such considerations belong under the heading of "Validity."
Maguirre, Hattie, and Haig (1994) suggest that consequences are not appropriate grist for this
mill, and that validity issues should be limited to questions more directly pertinent to
measurement. Indeed, it would seem that as debate grows concerning the various aspects of

validity, measurement issues are perhaps becoming a "red-headed step-child," relegated to the
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corner to be left to its own devices (Zimiles, 1996).
The Test is NOT Valid

It has already been well established that validity statements apply only to the population on
which the particular study was based, and it is therefore patently illogical to make statements
indicating that a particular test is valid. This has recently been explicitly stated by several authors
(e.g., Thompson, 1994a, 1994b; Wainer & Braun, 1989), and in fact, statements to this effect may
be found in earlier works, such as Cronbach’s (1971b) paper. There are even hints that Cureton
had reached similar conclusions as early as 1951:

The same test may be used for several different purposes, and its validity may be high for

one, moderate for another, and low for a third. Hence, we cannot label the validity of a

test as “high” or “moderate” or “low” except for some particular purpose. (p. 621)

- In fact, there may be rare instances in which it is justifiable to conclude that a given test is
valid for a given range of purposes. Cronbach (1988) briefly alluded to this when he wrote of the
extensive work of Schmidt, Hunter, and their colleagues on the generalization of general ability
tests for employment purposes (Hunter & Schmidt, 1982; Sackett, Tenopyr, Schmitt, & Kahn,
1985; Schmidt, Pearlman, Hunter, & Hirsh, 1985). However, the amount of the work involved in
developing Cronbach and Meeh!’s (1955) “nomological net” to support such a claim must not be
overlooked. The resources necessary to conduct sufficient research to be able to establish this net
will certainly not be possible in most cases.

Summary and Discussion
It is interesting to see how some ideas have changed over the years, and how others,

considered new and innovative, can actually be traced back several decades. Rogers (1996)
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presented a brief review of the history of standards for evaluating programs, and identified eight
trends pertaining to validity which have occurred over the past 50 years. These are paraphrased
here:

1. a shift from focusing on the test to the testing process;

2. the inclusion of various modes of measurement beyond just pencil and paper tests;

3. the inclusion of logical forms of argument in validity questions;

4. a shift to from trinitarian to unitarian doctrine (with distinctions between different types

of validity replace by recognition of the varieties of evidence required in validation

process),

5. the inclusion of evidence regarding context effects (relevant to generalizability) in test
assessment;

6. introduction of an emphasis on standards for producers and also for users of tests.;

7. explicit recognition of the role of values in validity; and

8. recognition of the need to consider utility and social consequences of test use.

This paper has focused particularly on items 4, 7, and 8.

Cronbach (1989, p. 147) described the “sad fact that almost every psychologist writing
about [construct validity] applies to it the word ‘confusing,”” and the same commentary applies to
the traditional doctrine that identified three types of validity: content, criterion, and construct (cf,
Anastasi, 1954, 1988). Today most authorities have pretty well agreed that such an approach is
difficult to support, “that content and criterion validities are no more than strands within a cable
of validity argument” (Cronbach, 1988, p. 4), and that it is more parsimonious to consider validity
as a single, unitary concept. Various systems have been proposed to subdivide validity into

different facets, aspects, or perspectives, although general agreement is most definitely lacking on
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this point. The general consensus nonetheless is that, however it may (or may not) be divided, the
different parts represent lines of evidence pointing toward the single construct.

It has also been fairly well demonstrated that, contrary to prevailing opinion of 40 to 50
years ago, no mode of scientific inquiry is devoid of the influence of values. From this
recognition, several authors have argued that one must include consequences of the application of
a given test as an aspect of the validity of that application. This is a much more controversial
area, for which there is far less consensus. It would seem that, at a minimum, many portions of
this argument must be clarified before consequential validity is universally accepted as a facet of
validity that must always be considered.

Finally, the illogic of the mantra, “The test is valid” was discussed. That statements of
such form persist despite the strong reasons for not using them is testimony to the inertia that
accrues to any long-standing practice. The phenomenon is similar to the persistence of what
Cronbach (1989, pp. 162-163) termed “empirical miscellany” and “unfocused empiricism” seen
most clearly in the accumulation of various correlation coefficients that serves as the “validity
argument” in many (perhaps most) test manuals.

The controversies that persist are welcomed. Consider, for example, that the basic outline
of validity presented by Anastasi did not change for over 30 years (cf. Anastasi, 1961, 1988,
Anastasi & Urbani, 1997). This is strongly suggestive of stagnation in thinking, a condition which
is only alleviated by the challenge of new ideas. Not all of the new ideas discussed in the works
reviewed in the present paper are necessarily useful. At least most of those that are not useful will
not survive the tests of time.

It is universally acknowledged that validity is a crucial consideration in evaluating tests

16
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and test applications. It is also generally stated that a true validation argument, rather than
resulting from a single study, such as might be found in a newly published test manual, is an
unending process. Contending with new ideas regarding the nature of validity itself is just a part

of this process.
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